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becedarium:  Who  am  I?  O’.  . .ear doctors,
I am what you could call a very “fundamental” scientist; if I am
riting to ENT doctors, it is because it was a throat cancer that
ealed my  fate, on February 18th, 1967. I had been a chain-smoker
Fig. 1) since I ﬁrst got addicted as a teenager: on a trip with friends,
e ran out of food so I calmed my  hunger pangs with the help of
 friend’s pipe. This very bad habit did, however, alleviate some of
he nervousness and schizophrenic tendencies that plagued me  all
y life.
Fig. 1. J. Robert Oppenheimer.
I was born on April 22nd, 1904, in New York. My  father, a
erman immigrant, had a very successful textile import business,
nd my  mother Ella was an artist. At home, we had Rembrandts,
enoirs, Van Goghs and Picassos; but my  parents sent me  to a
chool run by the “Ethical Culture Movement”, putting social jus-
ice and scientiﬁc values before personal gain, for the good of
he greatest number. I went on Harvard and graduated summa
um laude in physics (having switched from chemistry) in just
hree instead of the usual four years, while also studying San-
krit, Math, and French and English literature.  . . I spent the last
emester with Ernest Rutherford in the renowned Cavendish Lab-
ratory in Cambridge, England, where I ran into some problems. I
ad, I must admit, a difﬁcult character, and never took well to being
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pected of were not pursued: the attempt to murder my  tutor with
a poisoned apple left on his desk was  hushed up thanks to my  par-
ents’ efﬁcient lobbying. . . In 1926, I went to complete my  training in
physics under Niels Bohr in the University of Göttingen, Germany.
On my  return to the States, I shuttled between teaching at Cal-
tech and at Berkeley. I was  a polymath, working on a wide range of
topics. In astrophysics, I predicted the existence of black holes long
before they were actually discovered. I was  also one of the founders
of quantum mechanics, and of the theory of electron spin that
underlies the functioning of the MRI  scanner that has made such
important contributions in head and neck oncology. The effects
of ionizing radiation, the development of particle accelerators, the
radioactive isotopes you use in medicine: me, me, me. . .
But what I am above all known for is my work on elementary
particles (quite a lot of which I discovered!) and the neutron. Neu-
trons display very interesting behaviour when they crash into the
nuclei of certain atoms. My  theories about this won a lot of attention
and, during the Second World War, despite very mixed feelings; I
agreed to be enlisted in President Roosevelt’s war effort against the
Nazis. Our aim was  to shorten the war  and save as many lives as
possible. Thus, I came to set up and lead a top-secret research labo-
ratory with a staff of nearly 3000 (including Enrico Fermi and Niels
Bohr!) deep in the New Mexico desert at a site I had discovered
while horse riding during my  convalescence from tuberculosis. The
place was  Los Alamos, and the work was the Manhattan Project. I
led the mission to a successful conclusion – on August 6th, 1945, at
Hiroshima. . . When I witnessed the mushroom cloud rising above
the ﬁrst test site, I remembered the words of Krishna in the Bha-
gavad Gita (which I read in the original Sanskrit): “I am become
Death, the shatterer of worlds”.
After the Victory, I left Los Alamos to teach at Princeton. Despite
my leftist leanings and links with many “fellow travelers”, including
my wife, who was the widow of a Republican hero of the Span-
ish Civil War, and my  brother Frank, a physicist like myself, my
reputation shielded me  somewhat from the attacks of McCarthy-
ism. Nevertheless, I lost my  security clearance and had to quit as
President of the General Advisory Committee of the Atomic Energy
Commission: I had spoken out against the development of the
hydrogen bomb. Kennedy rehabilitated me and, in 1963, Johnson
and the same the Atomic Energy Commission awarded me the cov-
eted Fermi Prize.
You’ve found me  out! Alright, I was  the father of the atom bomb,
and am.
Respectfully yours,
J. Robert Oppenheimer
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